THE DEATH OF THE POET

columns or the bas-reliefs prepared for the ultimate temple, the defini-
^tive work, the answer to the absolute, the tower with a vista of the infi-
nite, the key to the secret doors in the black wall, the poem that would
leave nothing more to say. And now, once again, he felt the red-hot
hand in his breast, thought of the continents of the future, now invisible
under the red glow of innumerable stars; and then weaving flames that
resembled the embroidered incrustations of the uniform of the Academy
t and yet were not; and then a huge tree with golden foliage; all fusing
together and shining with a bright light. It was as if an actor were held
in the brilliant illumination of a stage in all his parts at once.

During the few seconds that these visions lasted, the old man grew
restless, and from among the half-formed phrases he uttered, Simon
was able to distinguish the following:

"How many ideas are lost for a single one captured!"
And then these words: "The sleep of Orpheus,*' and then a line
of verse:

"Dieu n'fare au bout de tout que son repos par fait"

The ancient machine for the manufacture of Alexandrines had set
itself in motion once again before stopping for ever.

The nun came to the bed and gave the dying man an injection.

He relaxed and grew calmer.

He had not noticed that the reading-desk had been taken away. The
mist had now closed in on his eyes.

The hand beneath his collar-bone had loosened its grasp, had almost
disappeared. It must not be loosened completely. For life itself was
implicit in the pain, and the dying man longed agonizingly for the
pressure's return. He wanted to cough, but dared not, for fear of sud-
denly destroying his consciousness. He preferred to breathe with a
rattle in his throat for, however tiresome it might be, it was proof that
he still lived.

He had the impression that his speech, the sequence of his thought,
his memory itself, were held together only by a thin thread, the thin
silken thread of a cocoon. Too violent a movement or thought might
break the thread. Then the diverse elements of life would separate
like ears of corn from a scattered sheaf. Or, rather, the immaterial cogs
would flow apart in the silence and cease to act on each other any more.
The fire was extinguished, nothing was left but ashes that might be
dispersed by a single breath,

He heard himself say once again: "I shall not have time to finish
it"

He knew that he would never see the door open in the dark wall.

He longed for sleep.

A hand touched him, removing the light weight of his glasses.